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course. But they got hysterical. Though fully prepared not to give
up their easy job they broke down even if it was a matter of being
only a few months away from the flesh-pots of crookedness. In that
respect Mathieu wasn't an exception either. He was impressed by
my being in prison for something in which there was no gain and
for which there was no compensation. I became for him quite a
mythical figure, and if he had had the Garter, or at least the Order
of Chastity (Third Class) near at hand he would have decorated me
with it. And because he only learnt to write and read in the Central
prison of Nimes at the age of twenty, he thought it was a fine thing
to be an author. He was so serious about it that when my turn came
to scrub the floor of the cell he told me he knew how to scrub
whereas I knew how to write, and he did it for me every time. He
taught me a lot, too. The first night, with Jack's snores as an all-
embracing background, he told me the story of his life. He made
no excuses for it and didn't sentimentalize himself; for me it was
a revelation.
He was born of a Corsican mother and Italian father, and he didn't
meet his father till he was six years old. His father had been away
in prison. They lived in the Vieux Port, where crime is as rampant
as the lack of sewers. He got his first job at the age of seven. He
became a boot-black. At ten, he went to a reformatory for having
stolen oranges: that was the beginning. When he returned from
prison his mother wasn't at home: she had shot a man. Later,
however, she was acquitted. His first coup was trying to lift the
bag of a Japanese skipper who was taking his crew's wages to the
ship. They were three boys who made the attempt, and though
armed with revolvers their attack miscarried. The Jap was too
quick with his ju-jitsu tricks and they were only tyros: the police
got them. Once in Chaves they arranged that Mathieu would take
it all on himself; that's an age-old custom. When arrested they
squeal, lose their heads and get themselves deeper into the mess by
trying to incriminate each other. But after the police beatings
comes the calm of Chaves and then such business arrangements are
worked out. I saw many. The idea being that those who are set
free help the martyr by sending him money and food, bribing
warders and finding him a nice cushy sum of money when he gets
out; and most important of all, they look after his family. So
Mathieu was the only culprit and was sentenced to two years in
Niines. The evening his associates were released they shouted in
through the peephole that he needn't worry, they would look after
his mother and would send him money. They did nothing of the
sort. His mother had to beg and steal to keep herself alive.